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Vogel: Confessions of a Frustrated Church-Hopper
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hen my older daughter was
six m onths old, I began
church hopping. I woke up
one April night in 1991
thinking that I had lost a
certain edge and intensity I crave,
and church seemed a likely place to
look for it. I am missing reverence in
my life, I told my husband. I am too
much o f the world. I want to lose
myself, to not be able to think about
whether Cheerios are on sale at the
grocery store or whether I need to
call the plumber to fix the dow n
stairs bathroom. Like many baby
boom ers, I had grown up with
church but neglected it once I left
home. But there’s something in par
enting that either pushes you closer
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to G od or gets you to wondering
what you might retrieve from your
own childhood religion. Diapers and
deities are perhaps not so far apart.
In church, I wanted to feel a lump in
my throat, a swelling in my chest.
So, badly in need o f healing and
worship, mustering as much rever
ence as you can with young children
in tow, I entered the sanctuary o f the
Presbyterian church where I was
married. What I heard was, “Next
Wednesday, the w om en’s church cir
cle will meet,” and something about
giving m oney to people in South *
*Marta Vogel is a writer and Sunday
School teacher in North Bethesda,
Maryland.
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America. While I felt a little more
liberal for attending this church, I
did not feel any closer to God.
For a while afterward, I w ouldn’t
go to any church. Every Sunday I
would snarl at my husband, who
grew up Jewish and is now interested
in all things Eastern. I wonder about
my spirituality and his, and sing
hymns, loudly. He said he didn’t
need a congregation to be spiritual,
that in fact there were many things
that made him feel more connected
to G od than a church— hiking in the
rocky grandeur o f the Sierras, listen
ing to Joseph Campbell talk about
the mythology o f the w orld’s great
religions. But I had decades o f
Lutheran and Methodist ministers
in my family tree and years o f Sun
day school in my youth. I craved

communal worship.
So I started trying again. Over
several years, I visited Unitarian,
Presbyterian, Methodist, Church o f
Christ, and Lutheran churches. I did
not expect a bowl-me-over religious
experience. All I wanted was a sense
o f reverence— a feeling o f profound
awe and respect.
I found it m issing in every
church. There was lots o f activity,
plenty o f social activism, discussions
o f homosexuality and racism, but
few m oments o f silence and little or
no reverence. Most worship services
are closer to a committee meeting
than anything resembling a spiritual
experience. While many Christians
clamor for a m oment o f silence at
school, they have no silence in their
own churches. They are heavy with
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verbiage. “If an American were given
the choice between going to heaven
and hearing a lecture on heaven,”
said Oscar Wilde, “he would take the
lecture.” With the decline o f religion
in modern life, however, perhaps it’s
time for fewer words and more ritu
als, more symbols and less explain
ing o f those symbols.
For a while I was a double dipper.
I would go to a Quaker church som e
Sundays, accompanied by my hus
band, and the Methodist one on
other Sundays. I went for silence and
meditation at the first and for
singing at the latter.

business, which is taken care o f at a
meeting during the week; announce
ments are made after a signal from an
elder, following the silence. This indi
cates that worship is sacred and sepa
rate from the roof repairs and coffeehour sign-ups o f a church.
But I grew angry that almost all
celebration and all ceremony is for
saken in a Friends’meeting. I wanted
candles and darkness and mysteri
ous music. As one woman, who also
attended a Baptist church, put it, “At
meeting you have to work at it.
Sometimes I want it handed to me.”
That woman and I are clearly not
alone in our search. Except for evan
gelical Christians, church m em ber
ship among Protestants continues to
decline. It is difficult enough to be
religious in an era that is both con
sumed by scientific thinking (“If it
hasn’t been proven, it doesn ’t exist”)
and awash with advertisements that
say we are nothing without our lux
ury cars and painted nails. It seems
to me if you can get people to walk
into the church, that’s half the battle.
Once they are there, churches should
at least offer som e refuge from the
storm.

Hip-Hooray, Silence, Please!
The Methodist service is a hiphooray, alleluia with perhaps 10 sec
onds o f silence, maximum. Every
thing is orchestrated. At times I wish
they would be quiet, reflective. I
wish the organist would stop playing
so loudly. I wish it wasn’t such a pro
duction.
At the Friends meeting, as the
Quakers call it, nothing is planned
and sometimes nothing happens. A
person may stand and say, “I have
been thinking a lot about the moral
dilemma in Somalia— whether to
feed the nation that does not use
birth control.” It is part group ther
apy, part confessional (“I was a teen
age atheist”), part meditation, part
intellectual exercise. But there is also
silence.
Worship is carefully set off from

Carnival or Community?
Not enough churches seem to be
asking what kind o f atmosphere
their services set. Is it carnival or
community, committee meeting or
reverent moments? At many Protes
tant churches, the real control o f the
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A Bach fugue on an organ is inspiring, but so is the
human voice unaccompanied by any instrument.
Most organists like to grandstand, and organs can, and often
do, easily smash that still small voice o f God, or even the
small voice o f a human being who canyt hear himself sing.

do everything in a church service. We
can’t have both silence and joy.” It is
ironic that the masters o f m ood on
television and in H ollyw ood can
switch us, in a matter o f seconds,
from thoughtful to joyous and back
again, yet we are so ignorant or
neglectful o f the tenor o f our own
ceremonies, especially religious ones.
To many Christians, “New Age” is
the enemy. And yet, much o f what is
considered New Age may be an
attempt to provide what has been
forsaken at every Protestant church I
have attended— mystery and rever
ence. Religion should not try to
match an inform ation age with
more information, but with mystery.
Isn’t it possible that when people are
devoid o f reverent or sacred m o
ments in their lives, they turn to
drugs or som e other escape to make
up for it?

worship service lies not with the
minister but with the music director
or organist. One Methodist church I
visited had “drive-through com m u
nion,” otherwise known as “com m u
nion by tincture,” where the bread is
dipped into the grape juice, and p eo
ple file past the minister at a steady
pace. All this was done with march
music. It was the antithesis o f what
com m union is about— a reflective
time o f repentance.
A Sunday m orning service done
well can evoke joy, sorrow, awe,
reverence, and forgiveness. It all de
pends on the music. A Bach fugue
on an organ is inspiring, but so is the
human voice unaccompanied by any
instrument. Most organists like to
grandstand, and organs can, and
often do, easily smash that still small
voice o f God, or even the small voice
o f a human being who can’t hear
himself sing. The m ost humbling
part o f a recent church service was
when the organist took communion,
and we all sang a cappella.
A woman on the worship comm it
tee at our church said, “Well, we can’t

When Duty and Dogma Fail
Children can learn about silence
and reverence at a fairly early age. It
is the intensity o f the largely nonver
bal rituals, in fact, that may keep
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them com ing back later in life, when
the dogm a and duty parts have
failed. But if these sacred moments
are never present in any part o f their
family or school life, reverence must
indeed look like a strange beast
when they finally meet it. When I
take my 6-year-old and 4-year-old to
the com m union table, they do not
have to be told that it is a special
moment.
I did eventually becom e a m em
ber o f the Methodist church I had
been visiting on alternate Sundays. It
is close to my home, and close to the
heart o f what I grew up with. The
hymns are familiar and, when all is
said and done, music is a potent
salve. But still it is a compromise.
Every Sunday I go to church craving
relief from the chaos o f life and

almost every Sunday I am disap
pointed— that people are not quieter
when the enter the sanctuary, that
the congregation applauds after
solos, and that reverence is in such
short supply. But life is short and we
do not have forever to figure these
things out. And the church offers
part o f what I want for my chil
dren— knowledge that G od is there
to help them, that they can ask for
guidance, that there is a community
o f people who care about them and
for whom they can care. Certainly
there is something at this church
that struggles to know God, and I
strive to be a part o f that.
Adapted from an article in the May 11,
1997, Outlook section o f the Washington Post.
Reprinted with permission o f the author.

Y O U R

T U R N

1. What is really missing in the
churches Mrs. Vogel visited?
A. The right theology. B. G od’s
presence. C. Reverence. D. The
Holy Spirit. E. All o f the above.
2. Is it wrong to want to feel
G od’s presence in church? To want
to feel, as Mrs. Vogel did, “a lump
in my throat, a swelling in my
ch est”?
3. Can a church communicate
both reverence and joy? Is it possi
ble to fill the needs o f the Baby

Boomer and the Conservative in
the same service?
4. Would a correct understand
ing o f doctrines help fill Mrs.
V ogel’s needs? If so, how? What
doctrines?
5. If Mrs. Vogel were to visit
your church next Sabbath, would
she find what she has been seek
ing? Reverence? Quiet? A sense of
G od’s presence? The prompting of
the Holy Spirit? Would she want to
come back?
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RESPONSES

T O B R I N T O N /V O G E L A R T I C L E S

Following are insights, excites,
advice, information, and, all in all,
a therapeutic dose of practical the
ology.

sioned by humanistic philosophies.
Other crucial factors seem to
include a dynamic preacher with
clear vision, a congregational-type
structure, strong small-group m in
istry, and family-oriented program
ming. Apparently, the campus and
facility are not at first important,
since m ost o f these nontraditional
congregations have their beginnings
in high school auditoriums. In time,
o f course, the look and feel o f suc
cess becom e strong attractions. But
listen to the stories o f the m ega
churches, and you will discover that
success didn’t com e without hard
work over a period o f several years.
Will the formula work with tradi
tional churches? Perhaps in a few
years Pastor Brinton and his congre
gation will provide the answer. I sug
gest that they be sure o f their m is
sion and keep themselves account
able to its requirements. They also
should set a vision o f the future and
allow it to gradually open the church
to the generation soon to assume
leadership. Changing an existing
congregation can be successful only
if administered in small doses.
Offending them before others are
ready to assume the church’s m is
sion can be disastrous. That Christ
established the church and promised
its ultimate victory should be

Steve Wilsey is
Associate Pastor
at Spencerville
Seventh-day Ad
ventist Church in
Silver Spring,
Maryland. He
specializes in
small-group ministries.
BRINTON: I seriously doubt that
simply adding a ministry o f service
w ould prove to be the churchgrowth secret Pastor Brinton seeks.
In fact, many mainline churches
have long served the social needs o f
the community, which means that
“competitors” already are in place,
putting any “new boy on the block”
at a disadvantage.
It appears to be true, however,
that it is not just a contemporary
worship experience that makes
growing churches attractive. Fore
m ost among success factors is usu
ally an evangelical agenda. With the
gospel and authority o f Scripture
central, a church is able to provide
stability, hope, and traditional values
for people who have becom e disillu
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encouragement to all who sincerely
seek to fulfill His commission.

more to preference and taste than
theology. Reverence is more than a
“few moments o f silence.” It is more
than “candles and darkness and
mysterious music.”
Is silence essential to worship
God? Is silence reverence? Certainly,
Elijah found G od in a “still small
voice” (1 Kings 19:11, 12, KJV)
rather than in the whirlwind, the
earthquake, or the fire. However, 600
years earlier, G od invited the
Israelites to a worship service char
acterized by fire, billowing smoke as
from a furnace, a quaking mountain,
and the sound o f a trumpet growing
“louder and lou der” (Ex. 19:19,
NIV). It was in this worship setting
that G od proclaimed the Ten C o m
mandments with a mighty voice.
Here, with G od Him self conducting
the service, we have anything but
calm and quiet.
Reverence simply means an atti
tude o f deep respect, honor, and def
erence.* Worshipers may be quiet or
loud depending on the situation.
Private worship is generally con
ducted in solitude. In public w or
ship, a comm unity affair, we may
enthusiastically, emotionally, and
fervently rejoice in the goodness o f
G od and the salvation He has pro-

J. David Newman
is pastor of
Damascus Grace
Fellowship, a con
temporary Sev
enth-day Adventist
church in Damas
cus, Maryland.
BRINTON seems to critique con
tem porary trends in church and
worship negatively, but he comes
around to say that perhaps following
culture is OK. I agree that nothing is
w rong with “convenient parking,
attractive buildings, and music with
a contemporary beat.” And Brinton
has no doubt what church is all
about: “People should have their
legitimate needs met, but they
should also be challenged to confess
their sins, be reconciled to one
another, listen for G od’s word, and
then do good work in the world.” If a
church, whatever its denominational
affiliation, is not practicing this
gospel ministry, it is illegitimate,
offering false fire to God, building
on sand, and ultimately, hurting the
kingdom o f G od rather than helping
it.
VOGEL arouses my compassion
as she searches for the right way to
worship God. She is right in seeking
reverence in worship, but her defini
tion o f reverence seems limited

*Article “Reverence,” Geoffrey Bromiley,
ed., The International Standard Bible Encyclo
pedia (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans Pub.
House, 1988), vol. 4, p. 177. Article “Rever
ence.”
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vided in Jesus.
Two primary Old Testament
words are translated worship: yare,
meaning “fear, be afraid” (Lev. 19:30;
Ps. 89:7), and shachah, meaning “to
bow down, fall on one’s face” (2 Sam.
9:6; Esther 3:2). We may fall on our
face in private, but it is not our cus
tom or culture to do this in public.
Ms. Vogel does not bemoan the fact
that no one is falling on their face in
church. We need to be careful that we
do not equate culture, habit, tradi
tion, or preference with the only way
to worship and reverence God.
If we accept the definition o f rev
erence as “respect, honor, and defer
ence,” these elements will be present
whether we worship G od with exu
berance and awe as the Israelites did
at Sinai or with quietness and awe as
Elijah did in the solitude o f his cave.

Ardis Dick
Stenbakken is
Director of
W omen’s Min
istries at the Gen
eral Conference
o f Seventh-day
Adventists.
VOGEL is right, we could have
m ore reverence and silence and
symbols. As Adventists we have been
terribly auditory— there has to be
sound all the time, either music or
speaking and no allowance for those
who think or learn visually or kines-

thetically. We com e to this from the
same pews Vogel sits in— a Protes
tant, anti-Catholic tradition.
Beyond that, I wonder whether
Vogel is not just looking in the
wrong pew, but the wrong place. She
wants the church to provide worship
that enhances her sense o f awe, o f
silence, and o f reverence. But that
sense comes primarily from within;
we meet G od and develop an awe o f
Him in private devotions and w or
ship. Then we com e together for fel
lowship, guidance, mission, and sup
port. If there is nothing within,
nothing outside is going to magically
provide it.
I worry, too, that Vogel wants
worship to be a spectator sport; just
find your place in the grandstand
seat and, as the “performance” pro
ceeds, hope for a mystic feeling. But
worship involves participation—
planning it, experiencing it. It is as I
participate in the hymns, be they
classic or contemporary, as I speak
to G od and listen for His response,
that I feel reverence, mystery, and
awe.
I disagree with Vogel that sym
bols must be just symbols, without
much explanation. Not understand
ing the genesis o f symbols is why so
many have becom e meaningless rit
ual. We constantly need to look at
the why and the how o f worship.
Only then will their meaning convey
the sense o f awe and mystery that
they embody.

35
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd/vol4/iss1/11

8

Vogel: Confessions of a Frustrated Church-Hopper
BRINTON sounds a wake-up call
to many Adventist congregations— a
number o f which are in my church
neighborhood. I can attest that their
members, young and old, church
hop and shop. There is little denom
inational hopping; the Adventist
alternative is usually just to stay
home. On the other hand, a few
Adventist congregations are “staying
hom e” by disconnecting from de
nominational form and trappings.
As Brinton points out, this course
weakens focus, identity, and, conse
quently, w orldwide mission. A
course much to be preferred would
encourage individuality within car
ing congregations.
I also agree that many church
goers do not want a lecture on the
Bible, but I do think they want to
study the Bible and understand it,
not what som eone else says about it.
And, within a caring context, they
want to know that som eone cares
about them personally. In meeting
this very valid spiritual need, we are
lacking both in Sabbath school and
church worship.
Having committed themselves to
something transcendent, something
relevant, something meaningful,
they— young and old, men and
women— want to participate in its
mission. And when they do, loyalty is
nourished and commitment grows.
I have been responsible for w or
ship planning, and know it is not
easy, or perhaps even possible, to

please all the people all the time. But
by searching for new and meaning
ful ways to involve all sectors o f our
congregations, while keeping them
informed about what is happening
and why, I’m convinced we can
please most o f the people most o f
the time. If one part o f worship, in
either its personal or corporate
dimensions, does not please them,
the next is likely to. Let’s do this
because we care, we value unity, and
we want to m odel jesus’ inclusive
ness. Not to the neglect o f doctrine
or truth in its broader dimensions,
but to make doctrine and truth part
o f everyday living.

Name Withheld
[professional
businessman],
California.
BRINTON/VOGEL: My relation
to the Adventist Church is one o f
affection. When I married my
Adventist wife, I agreed to raise our
children as Seventh-day Adventists. I
read a number o f books on theology
and attended church with my wife
every Sabbath. Some o f the preach
ers were real pills, hard to swallow.
But others were the most inspira
tional men I ever met. Added to this
was my w ife’s quiet daily example o f
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Christianity. I will always be grateful
to the Adventist Church for my own
education and that o f our children.
And for the loving care my mother
received at the end o f her life.
To me, the Brinton/Vogel articles
ring very true. “Boom ers” want what
their parents had but without the
sacrifices. They have a long list o f
wants. For a time they will get what
they want with their pocketbooks.
However, I believe that their chil
dren, the so-called Gen-Xers, are
going to send the pendulum swing
ing back the opposite direction.
Many Gen-Xers work at home and
view all corporations (including the
ecclesiastical) as heartless moneyhungry entities. They are hypercriti
cal o f hypocrisy in advertising and
wary o f manipulation. They are
turned off by “Grow the Church”
consultants. W ho cares about big
churches? They want a circle o f
inspirational friends who are willing
to ask “W hat’s really going on here?”
They are more interested in spiritual
growth and m embership growth.
They prefer meeting in small home
groups to attending a celebrity
church with televised services show
ing off a theater organ pedaled by
sequined shoes. If they tithe, it will
be directed to specific projects and
not to organizational overhead. I
would advise church planners to sur
vive the Boomers some way but to
start planning for the critical expec
tations o f the Gen-Xers. They want

spiritual intimacy with the H oly
Spirit and one another.
Thank you for pushing a soap
box in front o f me.

Monte Sahlin is
Vice President for
Creative Min
istries at the
Columbia Union
Conference in
Columbia, Mary
land. Sahlin has
conducted a number of research
projects for the church on societal
trends, church growth, and related
topics. He is the author of a num
ber of books and articles.
“And why beholdest thou the mote
that is in thy brother’s eye, but perceivest not the beam that is in thine
own eye?” (Luke 6:41, KJV).

BRINTON/VOGEL: On the sur
face, Brinton and Vogel make a lot o f
sense. Their experiences will chal
lenge Adventists concerned about
changes in their own congregations.
Nonetheless, larger issues lurk under
the surface o f their articles. When
ever the message and mission o f the
church crosses a cultural boundary,
adaptations must be made. No later
than Acts, the gospel is being
preached in languages other than the
original texts. And communicating
core ideas o f the first language is
challenged by lack o f word-for-word
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tional Adventism? To answer “Yes,” I
believe, is to be fundamentally un
faithful to our commission.
So we are confronted with the
question o f how much we can adapt
to our culture and remain faithful to
the Bible message. It’s the same
question every missionary must ask
who travels to a new tribe. The New
Testament shows that many early
believers asked it and concluded that
circumcision and other aspects o f
lewish “purity” traditions must be
part o f the gospel. A vision in
structed Peter otherwise (Acts 10:923), though he stumbled over the
implications. Paul, however, im ple
mented the instruction and pro
ceeded to win so many uncircum-

equivalences.
Another factor that im pedes
com m unication is the cultural
divide between generations. Today’s
America is not that o f our preWorld War II parents. The “genera
tion gap” is not easily bridged,
though not every individual can be
culturally defined by date o f birth.
So how is Christianity being heard
across the cultural divide? If Vogel
and Brinton speak for mainline
Christianity, not so good. What o f
our church? Is there a footnote
somewhere in the Great C om m is
sion or the three angels’ messages
that says we will have finished the
work when we have reached all who
are culturally compatible with tradi

T H O S E

W H O

S

W I

T

C

H

T

1 wenty-three percent of adults

have changed faiths or denominations at least once from the religion
in which they were raised. Among the reasons given:
• Intermarriage: 24 percent.
• Preference for religious stance of another church: 14 percent.
• Relocation to a new community/convenience: 11 percent.
• Influenced by friends or relatives: 10 percent.
• Perspective of their previous church found to be wanting: 7
percent.
• Religious experience with God: 5 percent.
Source: 1993 Princeton Religion Research Center survey.
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cised “heathen” that it created a cri
sis within the early church, which
had to assemble the first General
Conference session to settle it (Acts
15). Still, a “certain . . . sect o f the
Pharisees which believed” (vs. 5)
seems to reappear every time the
immediate issue shifts from circum
cision to music to fill-in-the-blank.
Still, today, the bridge to contem po
rary culture crosses troubled waters.
I believe that G od not only per
mits but encourages this sectarian
response to each cultural shift
through which the church must
journey. It provides something o f a
“check and balance” mechanism that
keeps the church from swallowing
outright whatever new thing worldly
culture invents. On the other hand,
the Bible teaches that this sectarian
response is not always right. Som e
times it represents undue caution if
not the antithesis o f the movings o f
the Holy Spirit.
So how do we determine which is
right in the current debates about
“consumer religion” and “celebra
tion churches” and related issues?
Likely there are no simple answers,
but it is essential for me to keep ask
ing myself: “Am I being m ore faith
ful to my own tastes and personality
than to the divine m ission that
Christ instituted with His blood on
the cross?”
What Is Reverence?
The complexity o f the issue we

face is highlighted by Marta Vogel
and Henry Brinton. She seeks a
church that meets her definition o f
reverence as silence and order; he
argues that it is wrong for the church
to pander to consumer needs.
V ogel’s pattern is typical o f the
Baby B oom generation. She grew up
going to church but dropped out as
a young adult. She returns to church
when her children com e along. O f
the millions o f Baby Boomers who
trace this path, at least half a million
were raised in Adventist homes and
try out Adventist churches when
they take tentative steps back. With
Vogel, most seek a deep sense o f
spirituality, a thirst for something
that provides “profound awe and
respect.” Their profound spiritual
hunger impels som e to join a funda
mentalist church, forsake careers for
full-time wife/mother roles, homesch ool their children, and guard
their families from exposure to p o p
ular culture. Others, however, find
fulfillment in “Jesus rock” music,
study New Age authors, and feel that
G od has called them to stand up for
the civil rights o f minorities,
women, and others. In som e clus
ters, they defy either a conservative
or liberal label.
In almost every case a highly
individualistic ethic predominates.
They want what they want, and they
know what they want is right in
G od’s eyes! V ogel’s want is for a rev
erence associated with silence and
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order. In fact, reverence means “to
revere,” and som e do, indeed, revere
G od through silence, order, and a
meditative frame o f mind. But oth
ers revere G od through enthusiastic
expressions o f praise and an exuber
ant fellowship. At this point, we need
only observe that nowhere does G od
say, “Thou shalt not worship me
loudly or exuberantly.”
Personally, I agree with Vogel. My
tastes (being only a few generations
from Swedish immigrant forebears)
would be defined by those who use
labels such as “conservative.” I am
more uplifted by Luther’s hymns
and the “Hallelujah Chorus” than I
am by contem porary Christian
music, but I am not going to en
throne my tastes as G od’s norm.
Som e do, however. As a pastor
and evangelist, I have been co n
fronted by converts after a few
months in the church w ho co m
plain that the church is “not spiri
tual” because m ost members do not
sing loudly and enthusiastically, and
the w orship does n ot (literally)
m ove them. They cannot com e for
ward for prayer. N o on e places
hands on them as they pray. H ug
ging is discouraged, as is raising
hands. Clapping has far from uni
versal acceptance. How, then, is a
kinesthetic person— w ho responds
to participation, movement, and
touch— to find satisfying worship
in the kind o f Adventist church in
which I am m ost comfortable?

The answer o f som e auditory
personalities (oriented to preaching,
books, words) is simply to demonize
these kinesthetic tendencies rather
than provide a worship that fits their
personality. But can we point to
clear biblical teachings that define
the auditory as more holy than the
kinesthetic? On the other hand, can
we find objective, biblical standards
that allow for worship patterns that
attract differing personalities? An
even more searching question: Can
G od bless us if, indeed, we are con
fusing our own tastes and personal
ity patterns with His commands?
Our answer to these questions, I
believe, bears directly on whether we
shall fulfill our mission to take this
message to “all the world.”

Consumer-Friendly Churches
Back to Pastor Brinton, who asks
an important question: “Can tradi
tional churches becom e more user
friendly without selling out to con
sumer society?” The nature o f
authentic mission is that it is always
located at that place where human
need intersects with G od ’s will.
Som etim es human need is m ore
narcissistic than anything else, yet
we do not find G od withdrawing His
eternal initiative at that point.
Does the Bible suggest anywhere
that evangelism should not meet the
felt needs o f sinners? Did Christ die
only for mature believers who are
able to place G od’s will above their
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own needs, or did He die that sin
ners might have salvation? Ellen
White is abundantly clear on this
question, which should settle it so
far as Adventist heritage is co n
cerned:
“C h rist’s m ethod alone will give
true success in reaching the people.
The Saviour mingled with men as
one who desired their good. He
showed His sympathy for them,
ministered to their needs, and won
their confidence” (The Ministry o f
Healing, p. 143, italics supplied). If
that was her counsel for the Advent
ist Church in approaching the cities
o f modernity, why would her coun
sel be different in the postm odern
suburbs o f the same cities?
It appears that Ellen White fore
saw the very kind o f debate rippling
through the church today on this
topic: “The leaders am ong G od ’s
people are to guard against the dan
ger o f condem ning the methods o f
individual workers who are led by
the Lord to do a special work that
but few are fitted to do. Let brethren
in responsibility be slow to criticize
movements that are not in perfect
harm ony with their m ethods o f
labor. Let them never suppose that
every plan should reflect their own
personality. Let them not fear to trust
another’s methods; for by withhold
ing their confidence from a brother
laborer who, with humility and con
secrated zeal, is doing a special work
in G od’s appointed way, they are

retarding the advancement o f the
L ord’s cause” (Testimonies for the
Church, Vol. 9, p. 259, italics sup
plied).
Surprisingly (to som e Advent
ists), Ellen White also speaks specifi
cally to the importation o f methods
from other Christian ministries into
Adventist outreach: “I have been
shown that in our labor for the
enlightenment o f the people in the
large cities the work has not been as
well organized or the methods o f
labor as efficient as in other churches
that have not the great light we
regard as so essential” (Medical Min
istry, p. 301). Perhaps she would not
be as critical today o f using the
“seeker sensitive” m ethods devel
oped by other churches as are some
Adventists. At least, it is certain that
merely their origin would not be
reason for her to reject these con
cepts.
Brinton is concerned that “church
goers expect worship to have en
tertainment value.” He feels strongly
that worship should center on God
and not the worshiper. Does he fail to
perceive that worship, by its very
nature, is meant to be a bridge
between humanity and God? And is
he forgetting that a bridge must be
anchored on both sides o f the chasm?
In other words, worship must have
something to attract human beings
and, o f course, it must focus human
attention on God.
Does the Bible tell us that wor-
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ship honors G od more if it is less
enjoyable? It is not necessarily true
that the worship unchurched people
find enjoyable is dishonoring to
God. In fact, most o f the time this
objection is disingenuous because it
is raised by those who enjoy the kind
o f music and worship structure that
is being replaced by one innovation
or another.
Brinton pleads for a “prophetic
edge,” and that I affirm. In fact, I
agree with his critique o f the Ameri
can church— “another self-help
group.” It is the self-help group o f
choice among those who are unwill
ing to admit that they are “alcoholic”
or “addicted” or “neurotic” or in any
other way impaired, and that is why
the majority o f unchurched Ameri
cans find it the “self-righteous”
group.
Certainly the church needs a
clearer focus on its prophetic m is
sion. Since the 1920s, conservative
Christians in the United States have
largely withdrawn from ministries
o f compassion, mercy, and social
justice. They spend m ore and more
funds on themselves and less and
less on world mission and disinter
ested benevolence, even while they
vote to decrease government pro
grams intended to combat world
hunger and dom estic poverty. A
look at Adventist giving patterns in
North America leaves little reason
for patting ourselves on the back.
There are som e exceptions to this

pattern. M ennonites are notable.
Sojourners Fellowship and Church
o f the Savior are two Washington,
D.C., congregations that defy this
trend. But, sadly, m ost o f the voices
raised on behalf o f “traditional val
ues” in American today are just as
mired in materialism and self-cen
tered lives as are the innovators they
condemn.
I believe Brinton is right when he
suggests that a prophetic mission
majoring in unselfish service “is the
com m odity that young adults are
really looking for.” Are they finding
it in the Adventist Church? I’m glad
that ADRA is the m ost widely sup
ported ministry am ong Adventist
members, and the North American
Division has launched Youth Net
with precisely the goal o f providing
young adults with opportunities to
serve as part-time or full-time vol
unteers in com m unity service,
church planting, etc.
Still, our youth ask embarrassing
(perhaps “prophetic”) questions.
Why do our parents who seek to
uphold a standard against jewelry
ignore application o f the same stan
dard o f modestly and simplicity to
automobiles? Is it more prophetic, in
som e subtle way, to take as stand
against m inor items in dress but
ignore larger, m ore costly items?
Should not these standards be
applied to all aspects o f life? With
Brinton I w ould plead for a re
sharpened “prophetic edge.”
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Summation

personality and tastes. They are:
H ow are we going to persuasively
proclaim the gospel, after centuries
o f systematic, rational theology de
veloped under modernity, in a world
that is suddenly postmodern? H ow
are we going to decisively dem on
strate C hrist’s compassion in a world
overwhelmed with materialistic
excess, unprecedented individual
ism, and appalling human need?
H ow can we disentangle the church
from the bureaucracy and institu
tional self-interest that are the hall
marks o f the secular world? If we
really wish to be faithful in sharing a
greater understanding o f Scripture
or G od’s present truth, if we really
care about Christ’mission, these are
the questions we should focus on.

I believe that participants in the
debate about worship style say more
about their own personality and cul
tural background than they do about
profound, theological issues. In fact,
research I conducted recently with
two colleagues for the Pacific Union
Conference demonstrates that music
and worship style do not correlate
with church growth among baby
boomers. (See Reaching New Genera
tions, Report Three, by Monte Sahlin,
Carole Kilcher, and Paul Richardson,
available from the Center for Creative
Ministry, 2935 Pine Lake Road, Suite
J, Lincoln, NE 68516.)
The bottom-line questions with
which Brinton and Vogel leave us are
much more profound than issues o f

S P I R I T U A L

P O V E R T Y

1

l i e leave our places of worship,

and no deep and inexpressible wonder sits upon our faces. We can
sing these lilting melodies, and when we go out into the streets our
faces are one with the faces of those who have left the theaters and
the music halls. There is nothing about us to suggest that we have
been looking at anything stupendous and overwhelming... . And
what is the explanation of the loss? Pre-eminently our impover
ished conception o f God” (John Henry Jowett in “The Ministry o f a Transfigured
Church,” Christianity Today, July 14, 1997, p. 56).
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